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Abstract

The butterfly fauna of two Ariege (French Pyrenees) communes was studied during 2002 and

data compared with similar surveys carried out in the 1920s. With the exception of the genus

Pyrgus (where identification problems are severe) 95 species were found in the 1920s. Recent

surveys have refound all these, either in the two communes or close by, and added a further 12

species. Carterocephalus palaemon, Heteropterus morpheus and Araschnia levana have

colonised the area since the 1920s: an extension of range that appears to be due to an increase

in open woodland habitats following partial abandonment of farming. Pyrononia tithonus has

reached higher altitudes, presumably a consequence of climatic changes. Over recent decades,

abandonment of some farmland, and continuation of traditional farming elsewhere (combined

with more intensive searching for localised species), has resulted in a very diverse known
butterfly fauna in Ariege. In the last few years, farming methods have started to intensify

(despite the local economy being mainly reliant on green tourism). This diverse fauna is now in

danger.

Introduction

The Pyrenees have a diverse butterfly fauna: in France, second only to the Alps in

number of resident species. Rondou (1902) produced the first catalogue for the

French half of the Pyrenees and at the time the department of Ariege was by far the

least well recorded. Rondou could locate only a few casual records from studies

centred in other departments.

By the late 1920s the species list for Ariege had grown substantially, due almost

entirely to the studies of Fassnidge (1926) who spent the month of August 1925

collecting butterflies and moths in the commune of Auzat and Nabokoff [as Nabokov

then spelt his name] (1931) who stayed in the commune of Saurat, (a few kilometres

to the north of Auzat) from late April to late June 1929.

In the second edition of his catalogue (1932) Rondou included the results from

Fassnidge and commented on how much they contributed to filling the “Ariege Gap”:

“The explorations of Ph. Henriot in Ariege in 1919 ... and of Mr Fassnidge in 1925

... have filled the gap that we deplored in the first edition” [my translation from

Rondou’s preface written 15 February 1932], Henriot seems never to have published

his Ariege studies and I know of them only from the very limited amount of

information given by Rondou. Although Nabokov’s work was published by the time

Rondou was completing his second edition, he seems not to have been aware of the

study: he includes no records from Nabokov even in the supplement to the catalogue

published in 1935.

In 1990, Willien and Essayen, published 10-kilometre distribution maps for the

whole of France for the Satyridae. These added a number of (mainly high altitude)

species to the Ariege list, but Willien still commented that his study shows “once
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again, the gap, already pointed out several times, in the central Pyrenees (principally

Ariege) where one can be certain that the Pyrenean Erebia exist” [my translation]. In

recent years Graham Hart and I have been studying the butterfly fauna of Ariege with

a view to publishing an up to date fauna for the department. In this paper I am
concerned solely with comparing the butterfly fauna of Auzat and Saurat in the 1920s

with that of today. These are the only two regions where such a comparison is

possible.

Since the 1920s studies were both published in English journals (one of them in this

journal) and the Ariege is becoming an increasingly popular destination for visits by

butterfly enthusiasts from the Rhopaloceran desert of Britain, it seems appropriate to

publish in a British journal.

The Nabokov study

Vladimir Nabokov was a lepidopterist throughout his life. As a boy in a privileged

family in Russia he collected butterflies in the St Petersburg area (Nabokov, 1951).

After the 1918 revolution he became part of the Russian refugee community in Berlin

making a precarious living as a writer and teacher. The sale of the German translation

and serialisation rights of his second published novel [later published in English as

King, Queen, Knave
]

produced enough to repay his debts and encourage him to quit

his job to take a four-month collecting trip to the Pyrenees with his wife (Boyd, 1990).

The first six weeks were spent in the Pyrenees Orientales where the cold spring winds

eventually persuaded him to leave for Saurat in Ariege. His stay in Saurat began, on

24 April 1929 [the day after his 30th birthday] at a hotel that he found inadequate

mainly because of its low-quality toilet arrangements. This was presumably the Hotel

du Commerce which still stands in the main street, but it no longer functions as a

hotel. The main part of his stay was in rented rooms above a shop. He was young and

fit enough to spend most fine days exploring the valley on foot, collecting in the

“luscious meadows near the village” as well as climbing to the Col du Port and

Carlong. He spent evenings moth hunting and still found time to write most of a novel

[later translated into English as The Defense

]

which is widely recognised today as his

first literary masterpiece (Boyd, 1990).

Nabokov’s only publication on his studies in Ariege was published in the

Entomologist. Although his stay in Pyrenees Orientales features in his autobiography

there is scarely a mention of Ariege. The Entomologist paper lists the species found,

in date order of first sightings, giving brief indications of locality or relative

abundance in some cases. The paper contains no reference list, the only mention of a

publication is Oberthtir’s description of Melitaea vernetensis (Oberthiir, 1909) to

which Nabokov did not have access and so had some difficulty with the certain

identification of some specimens. He had only some “later - and very short -

descriptions, with which my specimens seem to agree”. These short descriptions may

have been those in the then current French checklist (Lhomme, 1923) although the

nomenclature Nabokov used in his paper does not agree consistently with that in

Lhomme nor with that in any other standard text available at the time that I have

found.
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Nabokov returned to Berlin at the end of June 1929 with “a splendid collection of

butterflies” (Boyd, 1990). These specimens he was able to compare with those in the

entomological collections in the Entomological Institute, Dahlem and the Natural

Science Museum, Berlin. His collection later travelled with him when he escaped

Germany for Paris in 1938, but was lost during the upheavals of the Second World

War (Nabokov, 1951).

The Fassnidge 1925 study

William Fassnidge was a francophile teacher of modern languages who spent many
of his summer vacations in Europe studying Lepidoptera. He appears to have

chosen Auzat deliberately as an unexplored region that might produce exciting finds

“our high hopes were not fulfilled, yet we spent a very pleasant holiday among a

kindly people” (Fassnidge, 1926). He had read Rondou’s first catalogue and knew

of the gap in the Ariege records. He arrived, with his collecting companion Mr A.

E. Burras, by electric tramway from Tarascon station. It is still possible to travel by

train from England to Tarascon but the electric tramway to Auzat has long since

disappeared. The two friends stayed mostly at the Hotel Denjean, expressing

pleasant surprise at the up-to-date bathroom. This hotel is still the main Auzat hotel

and restaurant, I have enjoyed meals there but have not put its bathrooms to the test.

Fassnidge was 37 years old in 1925. During his stay in Auzat all his entomological

work was done on foot: “only rough tracks lead further up the valleys and any long

excursion is a toilsome business”. None the less, he reached a range of habitats

including up to 5500ft [1650m] in altitude. It seems that he did not explore the very

high altitude habitats at the limits of the commune, near its borders with Andorra

and Spain.

Fassnidge’s paper is a model of what such a collecting report should be. The

checklist is taxonomically arranged, using the nomenclature standardised to that in

“the catalogue of Staudinger and Rebel, 1 90 1 , so that reference to Monsieur Rondou’s

catalogue is facilitated”. The body of the paper gives some descriptions of the valley

and its habitats, specifies the map used for place names, and includes information on

the places where localised and interesting species were found. All this woven into an

interesting holiday narrative.

Fassnidge’s collection (many moths as well as the butterflies) was taken back to

London where H. J. Turner, A. F. Hemming and the entomological staff at the British

Museum helped with identifications.

The Fassnidge collection

On his death, the Fassnidge collection of macrolepidoptera passed to the British

Museum (Natural History). Most of his butterflies remain in the drawers to which

they were transferred when bought by the museum from his widow. These 1 have

examined (but not dissected to examine the genitalia of difficult species). All the

lycaenids and maybe some other specimens have been incorporated in the main

collection and I have yet to locate these.
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The specimens I have seen agree with those reported in his paper. 1 was, however,

surprised to discover that many specimens from Auzat were dated August 1927 and

these included a fritillary labelled (on the pin) “A/. pseudathalial AFH” [i.e. Melitaea

athalia celcidusa - a determination that appears correct to me]. Fassnidge had

originally reported some of his 1925 specimens as M. athalia and then corrected this

in the light of examination of the specimens by Capt A.F. Hemming who assigned

them to “A/. dictynna , Esp., race vernetensis , Obthr., and to M. deione , Hb.”. These

specimens are in the collection and it is evident that Hemming made genitalia

examinations although his preparations are not part of the extant collection. The

collection also includes four Boloria pales from Auzat dated 4 August 1927. This is

also a species not reported from his 1925 visit.

Thus it seems that Fassnidge made a second visit to Auzat two years after the 1925

study. I can find no trace of any publication resulting from this visit. His diaries/log

books in the possession of the Natural History Museum (London) cover only his

entomological work in England. “Left for France” and “Returned from France” mark

the start and end of the long vacations in both 1925 and 1927. Such a methodical man
would surely have kept special diaries during his work in France. There is a large

collection of his papers at the museum which I have yet to examine. Meanwhile, from

his specimens, it is clear that he spent the summer of 1926 in the high Pyrenees, well

to the west of Ariege and in the area where Rondou lived. They probably met. Rondou

certainly had a copy of the 1926 paper when he prepared his 1932 edition of the

catalogue. But Rondou did not indicate that he knew of Fassnidge’s second visit!

Some detective work still remains to be done on the history of Fassnidge's work in

the Pyrenees.

The present study

Since 1985 I have made frequent visits to Ariege and made butterfly surveys in

most parts of the Department. These included several single-day visits to Saurat

and Auzat in the 1990s. In addition, Graham Hart, now resident in Ariege, made

several visits to these communes from the late 1990s onwards. During 2002, we
focused our attention on these two communes, endeavouring to make visits to a

wide range of habitats within each commune at the same seasons in which they

were surveyed by Fassnidge and Nabokov. Wevisited all the habitats specifically

mentioned in the Fassnidge and Nabokov studies plus a range of others which we
believe they are likely to have visited. In the case of “Roc des Yregges” mentioned

by Nabokov, we have been unable to locate the place name on either old or current

maps but from Nabokov’s description it is assumed to be the 908m high peak half

a kilometre due north of Saurat village. The total number of man-days spent

collecting in the two communes was much less than the time available to

Fassnidge and Nabokov during their stays. We were also a little older than the

1920s collectors, but the availability of motor transport enabled us to visit a wide-

range of habitats more quickly.

Our survey objective was to establish which species found in the 1920s could be

confirmed as still present in the valleys. For this purpose, we included records made
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at any season, not just during the months when the 1920s surveys were made. In

addition we wished to establish which species could be added to the lists from the

1920s: for this purpose we included only species found during the same time of year

as the 1920s surveys (very late July to end of August in Auzat, late April to late June

in Saurat.

In the results table we have used the nomenclature given in the current standard

French field-guide (Lafranchis, 2000). In general we did not collect voucher

specimens (except for a few Pyrgus species: see below). Wewere satisfied that we can

identify most other species alive when netted and examined closely (but see the

comments on Erebia “tyndarus” group and Leptidea spp below). For Hipparchia and

Melitaea/Mellicta fritillaries genitalia examination of the males was used in the field

(with live butterflies) by gentle pressure on the sides of the abdomen, which enables

examination of the key features with a hand-lens.

Leptidia read and L. sinapis (sensu stricto) are both now known to occur in Ariege

(Mazel & Leestmans, 1996 & 1999): these can only be separated by examination of

dead specimens and this was not done for this study. Only one Lepitidea specimen

from Auzat survives in the Fassnidge collection. The genitalia have yet to be

examined. In the present paper, both the records from the early and recent studies are

Leptidea sinapis (sensu lato).

The Pyrgus problem

The genus Pyrgus is the only taxon of Ariege butterflies where both I and my
colleague Graham Hart frequently have great difficulty in arriving at an identification

of which we are confident. This despite using the keys in Lafranchis, supplemented

by the more detailed (genitalia-based) keys in Guillaumin (1964 & 1966). Also, many

specimens have evaded the net or not been consigned to the killing bottle. Although

both Fassnidge and Nabokov explained the difficulties they had identifying the

Mellicta/Melitaea fritillaries, they made no comment about doubts relating to the

Pyrgus species they found. I find this surprising.

Nabokov reported malvoides, armoricanus, serratulae and onopordi. There are no

extant specimens and the record of onopordi is the only one from Ariege (and there

is, according to Lafranchis (2000), no confirmed recent record from anywhere in the

Pyrenees). On the other hand, there are several records of P. onopordi in the Pyrenees

early in the 20th century and few people have looked seriously for it since. Rondou

(1932) records onopordi for Ariege on the authority of Fassnidge, but Fassnidge does

not report the species in his paper and, as yet, I have found no specimen in his

collection.

The Fassnidge paper reported alveus, serratulae, cirsii and carthami. His collection

reveals that he had doubts and difficulties not expressed in his paper. There are two

specimens labelled foulquieri (one 1925, one 1927), a species he did not include in

his published list. Two other specimens carry a label reading: “? Alveus teste WF,

fritillum teste WPLsome carlinae characters. They are intermediates”. 1 know just

how he felt!
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Until such time as the ecology and taxonomy of the Pyrenean Pyrgus populations

have had some study (and the Fassnidge specimens examined closely) it seems that

the safest course is to exclude the genus Pyrgus from further discussion.

Survival of the 1920s’ fauna to the present time

Almost all the species found in the 1920s have been confirmed as still existing in the

habitats or valley regions where they were originally found (see Appendix). Of the

species not refound in the present survey all are known to be present in nearby Ariege

communes and are much more likely to be absent from the present survey list because

of insufficient surveying than through real absence. The current situation for all

species not confirmed as still present is discussed below. While it is reasonable to

predict that all the species known to Fassnidge and Nabokov still inhabit the same

communes, we have no way of knowing whether the species are as abundant now as

was once the case. The general abundance of butterflies in the two valleys seems very

high: not just compared to northern Europe but also compared with the northern part

of (lowland) Ariege where farming is more intensive. On the other hand, older

residents of the two valleys all state that butterflies are rarer now than in their youth

(Graham Hart, pers. comm.). This may be evidence of a genuine reduction in

abundance or of the selective memories of the best butterfly days of years gone by.

Surprising absences from the 1920s’ records

Fassnidge and Nabokov each failed to report a species that it is almost impossible to

believe would not have been seen commonly at the time of their studies. Fassnidge’s

list does not include Pieris napi : today a common butterfly everywhere in Ariege and

one which all other reports from the 1920s suggest was common throughout the

Pyrenees. That part of his collection so far examined contains a few P. napi but none

from Auzat. Nabokov found Vanessa atalanta in the Pyrenees Orientales but does not

mention it in his list of sightings in Ariege. Again this is today a very widespread

species, easily found as adult or larva in any part of the Pyrenees below the tree line

and all early reports suggest that this was also the case in the 1920s. The least

improbable explanation is that these species were actually seen in the 1920s in both

valleys and that the omissions from one list in each case were clerical errors.

Changes in the faunal lists due to taxonomic changes since the 1920s

The original names used by Nabokov and Fassnidge are given in the Appendix, together

with the current nomenclature used for each species. The current names are those in

Lafranchis (2000): the best present guide to the French butterfly fauna. The standard

French checklist (Leraut, 1997) was used to relate the names used by Nabokov and

Fassnidge to the current taxonomy. In the following cases, splitting of species since the

1920s has occurred and some interpretation of the old records is required:

Leptidea sinapis is now divided into L. reali Reissinger and L.sinapis (sensu stricto).

As explained above, all records in the Appendix are for L. sinapis sensu lato.
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Colias hyale is now divided into C. hyale (sensu stricto) and C. alfacariensis. There

are no known confirmed records of C. hyale (sensu stricto) from Ariege, so the

old records have all been assigned to C. alfacariensis.

Erebia tyndarus This name is now reserved for brassy ringlets from the Alps. There are

two Pyrenean species accepted today E. cassiodes and E. hispania. Rondou regarded

these as subspecies or forms of E. tyndarus and Fassnidge did not state which forms

he found. According to Willien ( 1990) only E. cassiodes is known from the relevant

area of Ariege. The Fassnidge specimens from Auzat appear all to be E. cassiodes.

This needs confirmation by someone with more experience of this group of Erebia

species. The Erebia tyndarus group taxonomy has been complicated by Leraut

(1997) who has designated the Pyrenean taxa as E. arvemensis carmenta and E.

rondoui ssp rondoui & ssp goya. This is said to be “in accordance with the

remarkable work of Lattes, Mensi. Cassulo & Balleto (1994)” although these authors

use neither arvemensis nor carmenta as a name for any Pyrenean taxon.

Aricia argyronomon. In the 1920s this taxon included A. idas and A. argyrognomon

(sensu stricto). There are no confirmed records for A. argyrognomon (sensu

stricto) in the Pyrenees, so the 1920s records are assigned to A. idas.

Species now known in Saurat and/or Auzat, probably present but undetected in

the 1920s

The following species were detected neither by Fassnidge nor Nabokov yet there

seems no good reason to postulate that they have colonised the area since the 1920s.

They were all found in one or both of the valleys during the current survey and at the

time of year when one or both of the 1920s surveys were carried out. I consider that

the following species were present but not detected in Ariege during the 1920s:

Pieris mannii. Nabokov mentions finding this species in the Pyrenees Orientales but

did not record it from Saurat. Today it is fairly widespread, flying with P. napi.

Since this species is today mainly restricted to the warmer, eastern, half of Ariege

it may have colonised the region from the Pyrenees Orientales since the 1920s but

I consider it more likely that it was already present at that time.

Pieris ergane. This species was unknown from France at the time of the early

surveys, not being discovered in the Pyrenees until the 1960s (Dufay & Mazel,

1981). The report in the present paper is the first publication of any record from

Ariege although there are now unpublished records from several localities in the

eastern half of the department (Hart, pers. comm.). The species is extremely local

and was found in just one part of the Saurat valley: a hot. dry calcareous slope

near Bedheillae in grid square UTM-WGS340343 4747. This is the base of

Mount Calames: Nabokov specifically mentioned exploring the scree slopes.

Satyrus acaciae. A fairly widespread species in dry habitats in the centre and eastern

part of Ariege, although we have found no specific Ariege pre-1990 records but

Rondou (1932) knew it from “Toute la chaine”.
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Polyommatus thersites. Nabokov specifically states that he looked for this species

amongst the P. icarus but found none. The recent record is from the same hot, dry

habitat where P. ergane was found. This is the same type of habitat that has P.

thersites elsewhere in Ariege today.

Hipparchia fagi. This species was known from several parts of the Pyrenees by

Rondou (1932) but was described as “fairly rare” or “rare”. We found it much

rarer than B. circe and restricted to calcareous sites. Its peak flight-time in the

recent Ariege surveys is July (i.e. between the Nabokov and Fassnidge visits). The

records in the present study in Saurat and Auzat are from the very end of June and

the first couple of days of August.

Argynnis niobe. All the A. niobe in the Pyrenees are form eris (Rondou, 1932), which

resembles form cleodoxa of A. adippe. Fassnidge found cleodoxa as did I in the

present survey. There were also a small number of A. niobe eris at fairly high

altitude in Saurat, flying with A. adippe (both typical and cleodoxa). All the

cleodoxa in the Fassnidge collection from Auzat are correctly identified.

Brenthis ino. Nabokov was too early in the year to find this species and Fassnidge

may have been just too late or unlucky. It is a widespread species today as it was

in Rondou’s time.

Mellicta athalia. Both Nabokov and Fassnidge admitted difficulties in identifying

some of the Melitaea/Mellicta fritillaries. Neither reported M. athalia although

see above regarding specimens collected by Fassnidge (Auzat, August 1927).

Based on the examination of male genitalia in the field Graham fJart and I are

satisfied that M. athalia celadusa occurs in both valleys.

Erebia sthennyo. This is a high altitude species, which was found around the Lac de

Soulcem (a reservoir created since the 1920s) in an area which probably was not

reached by Fassnidge. It is widespread at altitude in Ariege.

Evidence of colonisations since the 1920s

Pyronia tithonus. Rondou (1932) states “Very Common. The whole chain [of the

Pyrenees], Scarcely ever lives above 700m and it is only by chance that it can be

found at a higher altitude.” [my translation]. Since the whole Auzat valley is

above 750m, it is not surprising that it was absent during Fassnidge’s survey. It

would certainly have been present in Saurat but not flying by the end of June

when Nabokov left. In 1985, when I acquired a house at 800m in the Riverenert

Valley (western Ariege), this species never reached the environs of the house but

was common at 700m and below. It is now common around the house and found

up to 900m. In view of the above, the fact that P tithonus was common at 800-

1000m in Auzat (in habitats warmer than in the Riverenert valley) is easily

explained as the result of a fairly recent expansion in altitudinal range. This could

easily be related to environmental warming in the same way that the recent

northwards extension of its range in Britain has been interpreted.
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Carterocephalus palaemon. This species is now easy to find in Saurat and it is very

unlikely that Nabokov could have missed it if it were established in the valley in 1929.

It was known as a rarity in the more central/western regions of the Pyrenees (e.g. near

Lourdes) by Rondou (1932). The first record for Ariege of which 1 am aware is a

specimen collected in 1976 by J-P. Mary in the extreme west of the department. It has

now been found in wooded valleys from west to extreme east. It has yet to be

confirmed for the Pyrenees Orientales but this must happen soon since it occurs so

close to the border in Ariege. Neither Fassnidge nor I surveyed Auzat at a season

appropriate for this species. The evidence that the species has colonised and spread

through the department in recent decades is convincing. The reason is less easy to

deduce. A move into warmer, more Mediterranean climates is unlikely to be a direct

result of global warming, but if associated changes in the quantity or seasonality of

rainfall have occurred then this may be important. The evidence against this is that the

species is now found in communes where the average annual precipitation is under

1000mmand others where it exceeds 1500mmper year. This variation from place to

place greatly exceeds any possible change in rainfall levels over a few decades. A
more probable explanation is the increase in shady, moist, wooded valleys at the right

altitude associated with the decline in the human resident population and the

abandonment of intensive cultivation on marginal lands (see discussion below).

Heteropterus morpheus. The situation for this species is almost identical with that for

C. palaemon. The first records for Ariege are from the 1980s (R. Essayen, pers.

comm.) and it is now widespread and easy to find in wooded valleys at low or

medium altitudes. This species was unknown to Rondou (1932) anywhere in the

Pyrenees. Whatever the explanation for its spread into the area, it is likely to be the

same as that for C. palaemon.

Araschnia levana. This is yet a third species with a similar history and habitat

requirements. It requires light shade, normally open woodland, habitats. The first

record for Ariege is 1975 (R. Essayen, pers. comm.) and it is now widespread

throughout the department at altitudes below 1000m. Its spread into the

Department has happened as the species has also colonised Spain and spread

further north at the northern edge of its range. As with the two hesperids, increases

in suitable woodland habitats seems the most plausible explanation.

Species not refound in Saurat or Auzat - probably still present but undetected

Carcharodus lavatherae. This is the least common of the three Ariege Carcharodus

species, but it is widespread at higher altitudes with scattered records from

localities close to Saurat and Auzat.

Neozephyrus quercus. Its habit of staying mainly in the oak canopy is the main

reason for limited numbers of records in Ariege. It is widespread at low to

medium altitudes and certain to be present in both Saurat and Auzat.

Satyrium w-album. There is a recent record (Ted Benton, pers. comm.) from Ax-les-

Thermes. Like N. quercus, its canopy-dwelling habits have probably led to serious

under- recording.
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Lycaena hippothoe. There are many records in recent years, including from Miglos,

very close to Auzat.

Cupido osiris. Although not yet refound in Saurat itself, the species has been found

in the south-east of the Saurat valley (Col de Marmar) in 2001.

Polyommatus dorylas. There are scattered records from the 1970s (Roland Essayen

pers. comm.) and recently (G. Hart, pers. comm.), including one from Niaux, just

a few kilometres from Auzat and Saurat.

Erebia euryale. This is a widespread species between 1000 and2000m.

Hipparchia semele. There are only a few recent records: all from very dry, low

altitude habitats, some not far from Auzat.

Eurodryas aurinia. This is a declining but still widespread species which can

usually be found easily as adults or larvae. Suitable habitats were found in

Saurat and Auzat but we were not able to check them at an appropriate time of

year.

Habitats in the 1920s

It is clear, both from the comments in the Fassnidge and Nabokov papers and from

the detailed statistics available from INSEE (web-site of the French government

statistical service) that both Saurat and Auzat had large populations of peasant farmers

who extracted a living from the valleys by mixed farming. This involved terracing to

create fields on valley sides, transhumance of stock (and stockmen) to high summer

pastures and fairly severe pressure on woodland habitats. The human population had

declined from its peak in the late 19th century but was still well over double the

resident population of today.

Habitat changes - present

The most noticeable change has been a considerable increase in high woodland,

resulting from secondary regeneration on abandoned farmland and from re-growth

of coppices previously cut on very short coppice cycles. The lowland farmland that

has remained in use has tended to be farmed in traditional low/input low/output

methods by an ageing and dwindling population of small farmers. Some farms have

increased in size and are now farmed in more specialist ways concentrating on

rearing beef cattle (and even an ostrich farm). Stock is still grazed at high altitude

but without constant care by resident shepherds or herdsman. This has tended to

increase grazing pressure on areas easily accessible by motor vehicles and lessen it

in others.

One habitat change that is presumably related to the changing pattern of high

altitude grazing is the loss of Rhododendron from Col du Port (Saurat). Nabokov

specifically comments that Erebia epiphron was “very common among the

rhododendrons” at 5000 feet of altitude. The butterfly is still common, but the

rhododendrons have gone, replaced by bracken Pteridium and broom Ulex.
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Possible future developments

An encouraging trend is the arrival of new small farmers, seeking to escape the rat-

race by small scale, fairly traditional, farming. Some regard these “neo-ruraux” as

undesirable marginal members of society but they may well increase the chances of

the survival of small scale farming and the biodiversity that goes with it. Official

support for farming still seems to favour the creation of larger units and increase in

fertiliser inputs leading to low diversity pasture replacing the “luscious meadows near

the village” of Nabokov’s time. A more enlightened approach, supporting traditional

(organic) farming would produce products for which there is high demand in the local

shops and food markets and maintain the countryside which is what the tourists (the

mainstay of the economy) come to see. Wonderful opportunities exist to ensure the

survival of one of the most diverse butterfly faunas of western Europe. But it is

difficult to believe that the CommonAgricultural Policy, combined with the attitudes

of the local chamber of agriculture, will not ensure that Ariege soon has a countryside

much like the rest of France. Just with more mountains.
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APPENDIX

This table lists all the butterflies, except those in the genus Pyrgus, found by

Fassnidge (Auzat) and Nabokov (Saurat) plus those found in the present survey at the

same localities at the same seasons as the 1920s survey. Species not refound in the

present survey have the first column (page number) in italics. Those found in the

present survey but not in the 1920s have the first column in bold.
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